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I read a French translation of the book by Eddington Stars and Atoms
(1930) which was centered on the close links between what happens within
stars and within atoms. I was also in
uenced by a book of Lemâ�tre (1946)
opening far-reaching perspectives on the relationships within the universe.
In that book were also to be found the idea of interactions between the
Earth and an evolving universe, as well as the concept of beginning { an
important cosmogonical hypothesis at a time when this was not yet estab-
lished. Radioastronomy was also born in 1953, revealing the spiral structure
of the galaxy.

Ed.: There were de�nitely a number of key steps taking place in those mid-
century years.

MG: Just after WWII, L. Spitzer put forward the idea of a telescope in
space (Spitzer 1946). UNESCO2 was created in 1949. The Swiss Research
Foundation (FNRS3) { a milestone for funding research at the national level
{ was born in 1952. The same year, CERN4 was established next door on
the French-Swiss border. In 1954 were signed the preliminary agreements
for ESO. Switzerland, while kept informed, was not part of these. In 1957,
the �rst spacecraft, Sputnik I, was launched by the USSR. This led to the
founding of NASA5 the following year. Sputnik I itself was an expected
thing, but the striking message was the de�nite perception that it had now
become feasible to experiment from space. In particular, it was then possi-
ble, in principle, to put in orbit a space telescope capable of working in the
full electromagnetic range.

Ed.: Let’s go back a moment to the local and national context, necessary
to understand the progress towards membership of Switzerland in ESA and
ESO.

MG: One can already �nd details in my earlier paper (Golay 2001). There
were three basic and traditional missions Geneva observatory had to ful�l
when I was put in charge of it in the mid-�fties:
{ chronometric service: control of watches and chronometers from Swiss
and foreign manufacturers; prizes were granted and results were extensively
used in advertizing campaigns; this was discontinued only in 1968;
{ meteorological service: multiple daily measurements and readings;
monthly and yearly statistics, also from several other stations located in

2United Nations Educational, Scienti�c and Cultural Organization.
3Fonds National de la Recherche Scienti�que.
4Centre Europ�een pour la Recherche Nucl�eaire.
5National Aeronautics and Space Administration (USA).
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the countryside and at Grand Saint Bernard Pass; this was stopped when
the Observatory moved to its current location at Sauverny in 1966;
{ time service, including managing the speaking clock and determining time
from meridian observations; this also disappeared in 1968.
These services and the maintenance of material were keeping busy all per-
sonnel, including the warden. The Law was making provisions for astro-
nomical instrumentation needed for teaching, but there was no mention of
astronomical research.

Ed.: As far as research is concerned and as already mentioned in your OSA
2 chapter, you immediately realized you needed observing facilities out of
the city of Geneva.

MG: We had not only to go out of the local pollution and illumination
in Geneva, but also out of Switzerland for better weather conditions, down
to the Southern hemisphere to be able to observe Southern stars, and out
into space to access wavelength ranges beyond the atmospheric windows.
We went to the Jungfraujoch peak (1959) in order to get above the most
absorbing atmospheric layers. We also reached an agreement with Haute
Provence Observatory to install in 1962 a 1m telescope on their site. The
bottomline was: to look for the best site, to go into the international con-
text but to remain independent.
The same principles guided us when we installed years later (1975) a tele-
scope on ESO’s premises at La Silla in Chile, before Switzerland become a
full member of that organization. Another principle was applied to instru-
mentation: to construct in house what could not be purchased elsewhere and
possibly to sell to others what we constructed well. In 1960 we also started
launching stratospheric balloons from French, Brazilian and US sites, de-
pending on the experiment 
own. But all those ventures, albeit successful,
were constrained and limited. It was obvious that we would dramatically
bene�t from full membership in European organizations such as ESA and
ESO.

Ed.: Access to space came �rst.

MG: It was obvious to me that astronomy in space could only be possi-
ble through a large organization similar to CERN. In the second half of
1959, from all sides of Europe, physicists, geophysicists, aeronomists and
many others, albeit few astronomers, most of them young scientists, began
to raise their voice. They were thinking of an international organization or
to set up speci�c agreements with NASA that had been created in Octo-
ber 1958. In April 1959, the Italian physicist Amaldi, one of the founding
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Figure 1. A page from the register of chronometric tests, one of the activities of Geneva
Observatory until the late 1960s. (Courtesy Geneva Obs.)
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Figure 2. Meteorological report: also a traditional activity of Geneva Observatory until
the late 1960s. (Courtesy Geneva Obs.)
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fathers of CERN, had sent a letter entitled Space Research in Europe to
various European prominent scientists and decision takers.

Ed: Was he the only one behind such a move?

MG: Amaldi had had stimulating discussions with Pierre Auger in Paris
(allegedly in the Luxembourg Gardens). Auger was known for his investiga-
tions of cosmic rays before the second World War. He was also Director of
UNESCO’s Department of Sciences and had been actively participating to
the creation of CERN. The discovery of the Van Allen radiation belts was
also convincing them that space research should not \remain a monopoly
of the United States and Soviet Union" to use their own terms.

Ed.: Were these just theoretical wishes?

MG: No, Amaldi had a speci�c project in mind, a satellite called Euro-
moon to be constructed jointly by several European countries through a
CERN-like organization. During the �rst General Assembly of COSPAR6

in Nice (1960), Auger organized two information meetings on the matter.
The �rst one was for countries which had already a committee for space
research (most of them were set up in 1959). The second meeting was also
open to countries without an ad hoc committee, such as Germany and
Switzerland. Fritz Houtermans, Professor of Physics at the University of
Berne, and myself were attending that second meeting.

Ed.: And this was the beginning?

MG: Auger had recommended that all interested countries set up a space
research committee. Houtermans and myself then decided to talk to all
potentially concerned people and to our authorities. Back to Geneva, I
reported to Councillor Alfred Borel who suggested, at a meeting of the
Foreign A�airs Commission of the National Council7 to create an organiza-
tion similar to CERN. That proposal was well received by Max Petitpierre,
then Head of the Federal Department of Foreign A�airs. Quite possibly
other people too in
uenced him. Then events took momentum.

A copy of Amaldi’s report published in December 1959 recommending
that European governments jointly set up a \purely scienti�c" organization
for space research on the model of CERN was forwarded to Prof. de Muralt,

6Committee on Space Research founded by the International Council of Scienti�c
Unions (ICSU) as part of the International Geophysical Year (1957-1958).

7Swiss Parliament.
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Figure 3. M. Golay with Paul Chaudet (1904-1977), President of the Swiss Confederation
at a NASA exhibition organized in 1962. (Courtesy M. Golay)

FNRS President who called a meeting8 on 7 April 1960. It appeared that it
was up to the Swiss Society for Natural Sciences (SHSN9), chaired by Prof.
T�ondury, to decide upon the Swiss adhesion to COSPAR and to set up a
national committee for space science. We also agreed to recommend that
the federal authorities organise an intergovernmental conference on space
research.

Ed.: And it took place indeed.

MG: But there were still quite a few steps before reaching that stage. In the
afternoon on April 7, I met with Max Petitpierre and received from him
a formidable lesson of political strategy at the national and international
levels. Then I also met Jakob Burckhardt, Head of the Division for Interna-
tional Organisations and his collaborator Samuel Campiche. On June 13,
the SHSN Commission on Space Research met in Berne. I happened to
chair it, with Houtermans as Vice Chairman and Bonanomi as Secretary.

8Attendance was Ackeret, Bonanomi, Clusius, Gerber, Hummler and Golay.
9Today the Swiss Academy for Natural Sciences.
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Houtermans and myself were designated to attend a meeting organized
by Auger in Paris on 23-24 June 1960 to set up the \Groupe Europ�een
d’�Etude sur la Recherche Spatiale (GEERS)". That group was itself in
charge of preparing all scienti�c, technical and administrative documents
necessary for creating an intergovernmental body on space research. The
Swiss delegates (Houtermans, Campiche, myself) had the power, thanks to
Councilor Borel, to o�er housing for o�ces in Geneva. But Auger, by then
Executive Secretary of the commission, established the provisional o�ces
in Paris with the support of the French government.

Ed.: There must have been di�ering approaches to be tuned together at that
very beginning.

MG: There were indeed some ambiguous positions. For instance, the British
were seeing, through such a European cooperation, a way to convert their
intercontinental missile Blue Streak into a civilian launcher. The French did
not favor this as they had their own programs for launchers, both civilian
and military ones, through ONERA10. As far as we were concerned, we
could accept to be part of an organization of space research only if it was
totally disconnected from military projects. The Swiss authorities were in-
deed fearing such an organization could endanger our neutrality regarding
the Eastern and Western blocks.

From the start, the administrative representatives of the big countries
involved in GEERS aimed only at shifting onto this international organiza-
tion the most expensive part of their national programs, either ongoing or
planned. A similar attitude was also coming from some industrial sectors,
hoping to get expensive technological research funded through international
contracts. Scientists from all the �elds concerned were also seeing new ways
to develop their projects, out of the traditional funding channels. CERN
had already demonstrated in 1959, through successful experiments on the
most powerful accelerator of the time, the vital importance of cooperation
to achieve projects beyond national resources.

Ed.: Then came certainly the battle for hosting the new organization and/or
its laboratories/centers?

MG: This was a �erce struggle that started early. Considering that the
new organization could bene�t from the CERN experience and proximity,
I thought that at least some of the future laboratories could be advanta-
geously located in the area too. Land was found between Nyon and Crassier

10O�ce National d’Etudes et de Recherches A�erospatiales (France).
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Figure 4. G. Goy (left) and M. Golay next to the Geneva dome on the ground s of
Haute Provence Observatory. Picture taken shortly after co mpletion of the dome in 1962.
(Courtesy M. Golay)

on the Canton of Vaud and I could already make, in Fall of that very year,
proposals for welcoming in Switzerland one or several centers. We system-
atically failed, the representatives of other countries considering that we
were already bene�ting from the presence of CERN. Additionally, I believe
the CERN Directorate was also afraid that a new organizationin the same
area would divert skilled personnel they would happily employ themselves.

Ed.: But was there a total similarity between CERN and that new orga-
nization?

MG: The negociations for what would be called later on the \Meyrin
Agreement" exposed a fundamental di�erence between the rationale be-
hind CERN and the motivations for a space organization. Physicists had
joined forces through CERN to build one single big machine { and they
would subsequently struggle for its exploitation, which would lead to very
high level colloquia and contribute to the reputation of CERN. Such a
unity behind a single machine did not exist among space scientists as many
di�erent disciplines could make use of speci�c spacecraft.Even among as-


